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Introduction

“Here at Air University it’s your busness to read the lessonsof the pag
with your eye @ the far horizon.”

Presdert George Bush
13 April 1991

In the early evening of 29 &nuay 1991, Irai ar'mor and mechanized infantry in
easem and southern Kuwait attaclked US Marine Forces Central Conmand
(MARCENT) and Arab Joint Forces Conmand-East (JFC-East) units at several points
alongthe Kuwaiti-Saudi Arabian borde. Thelraqi offengve lasted alittle over four days,
continuing untl 2 Februay. Known oollectively asthe Battle d Khalfji, the ries of
engagements between Iragi forces and the US-led anti-Iraq codition represented the first
significant groundaction of the Qulf War.

At the time it was foudht, the Battle  Khafji was viewed asa snall ard relatively
inconequential attack on arabandonal Saudi borde town. In fact, Khafjii was a very
significant engagement, snce described in one highly regarded study as the “defining
moment” of Operation Desert Sorm. Other than Scud attacls, Khafji was the only major
Iraqgi offengve of the war and its outcome demongratedthe impoterce d the Iragi amy
in the face 6 Codition (primarily American) arpower.*

The Battle d Khafji was preermertly an airpower victory. Codition ar furnished
offendve and ddensve supportto friendly groundforces and, by effectively isolating the
battefield, prevented the reinforcement of engaged Iragi units. Althoudh the Iraqis
achieved tactcal surprise and may have initially achieved certain limited objecties, in
the erd the Battle d Khafji was a devastating defeat for the army of Saddam Hussein.

When the kattle erded on 2 Februay, Codition foraes had doppel dements of three



Iragi divisions (forcing two of them to rereat n disarray back to Kuwait ard never
allowingthe third even an opportnity to propely form), destroyed in the vicinity of 600
enemy vehicles, and recovered dl log territory with minimal friendly losses. In each of
these outcomes, arpower was the decisive element.

Impressive in thenselves thee “factson-the-ground” were transcended by the
larger grategc-opeaationd effectsof Codition ar grikes. Exploiting an unprecedried
detecton-targeting-strike capability based on the new joint survellance target attack
radar system (JSTARS), Codition dr wreaked havoc on enemy follow-on forces forming
north of the Kuwaiti borde and imposed on te Iragis a grim view of ther military
progects Denied the ahlity to maneuver on the battlefield even at right, the Iragi amy
of occupdionin Kuwait was left with three bleak aternatives. fight and nog likely die,
surrende, or rdreat.

In hopes of dimulating additiond research on an important airpower victory, this
paper tracesthe mgjor events asociated wth the battle ard offers a preiminary anaysis
of the role ard impact d airpower. Three issues are consdered in ome detail: the
appaent influence of arpower on Iragi drateqy ard military behavior in the days before
the kattle; cbse ar support (CAS) opeations adong the Kuwaiti-Saudi borde; and nog
importantly, the use of arpower to isolate the hbattlefield ard attack Irgi follow-on
forces Findly, some conddemration is gven to the implications of the Khafji battle for

professiond airmen.



Prologue to Battle

A seriousinqury into arpower’s influence on Iragi military plans prior to the Battle
of Khafji might well begin with an assessment of Iragi intentionsin laundching an offensve
into Saudi Arabha. Lacking acces to Iragi sources, it is impossible to ecify thoe
intentions precisely. But of one thing we may be sure beore the Codition initiated
hodilit ies on the night of 17 Januay, Saddam Hussein had expressed little regard for the
capabilities of airpower. In an oft-quoted comment made a few months before Operation
Desert Sorm began, the Iraqgi leader scoffed, “The air force has never decided a war.”
Confident in Iragi air defenses and in the unwillin gness of the United Satesto “accep
10,000 ded in onebatte,” Saddam preferred to bdieve that the military issue would be
decided on he gound.3

That the Codition arrayed againg him chose to commence hodilities with air attacls
probably came as no surprise to the Saddam Hussein. Wha probaly did surprise--indesd
likely dismayed--Saddam and hi generals was tha those air attacls were so devastatingy
effective and, n paticular, that they lasted much beyond thethree to saven daysthe Iraqi
high canmand had articipated”

Notwithganding Saddan’s elaborate ai defense gystem for al practical purpogs
Codition armen donnatedthe skies fromthe first night of war. As the fighting entered
its second week, ar drikes were taking ther toll of Iragi military forces, causng massive
disruptionsin logstical support and diminating what was left of Saddam’s command and
control appaatus Thelraqi air force in the meantime either had fled to Iran or was beng

systematically destroyed in the codition’s “shdter buding’ campagn. No doubt the



Iraqgis were further disconcerted when ther Scud attacls againg Israel failed to derupt
the poitical unity of the Codition?

It was againg this general background of ntense and punshing air strikes that some
two weels into the war, the increasngy desperate ragis dectled to take the initiative ard
launch the ground offensve now known as the Battle d Khafji. Sudents of the Qulf War
generally agee that by launching attacks onMARCENT ard JFC-Eags forces deployed in
northeastern Saudi Arabia, Saddam hopel to provokea maor ground engagement and
with it an opporunity to impos heavy casudties on American forces. Saddam’'s
presumed objective was to inflict American bsses © high that congressiond and pubic
opinion would turn againd the war. There is adso general congenaus that by taking the
offendve, Saddam hopel to capture prisones and thereby obtin much nesded
intelligence on Codition intentions Not least, exactng heay American casdties could
produe a propajandavictory for the Baathist regime that might raise Saddam’s sagging
stock in the Arab world. Tha such an offensve might have been consdered feasible in
the first place presumably was baed on the Iragis bdief that by moving their forces
forward and attackngunde cover of dakness--atactic much ugd n their longwar with
Iran-- they could dfectively neutralize the ablity of Codition airpower to detect ad
attackthem Whatthe Iragis did not realze was that the Codition had at fand the nears
to deny the sanctuary afforded by the night and to employ airpower with deadly accuacy
againg large units moving after dark.?

As the second week of Desert Sorm wore on, what the Iraqis did know was tha
continued military inactvity smply would accetrate what ae senior US Central

Conmmand (CENTCOM) officer latertemmed the “death piral their ammy was cawght up



in asit was locked n place n the desert and poundel from the air.” Thusthe Iraqgis had
little choice butto fight. Put arother way, the efectiveness of tre Codition ar canpagn
had, in effect, provoked Saddam Hussein into committing what for the Iragis becane a
very cogly opeationd blunde.’

Ironically, by this time a rather more sanguine view had come to prevail within the
Codition aoutthe naure of the Iragi threat. Once the ar canpaign began on 17 Januay,
Codition leaders largely discounted the likelihood of amgjor Iragi ground attack Ther
confidence on tha score was pointed up by he decison to shift the XVIII Airborne
Corpsand MI Corps some 300 miles to the west in a deployment that, until compete,
would makedly increase the vulnerability of US Army, Central Command (ARCENT)
forces. Shoud an Iragi ground offensve occur, ARCENT plannes bdieved it would
begin in the borde area bdow the a-Wafra oil fields in outhern Kuwait and progess
southwestward down the Wadi a-Batin where the topogaphy would hdp mask the
movement of Iraqi troops8

Whether or not the intelligence then available to the Codition pointed condusively
to an impending enemy offendve, there were repeated mdications of ggnificart ereny
troop novements during the week precedng the Iragis cross-borde attack on 29
Januay. While orbitingover the MARCENT area of opeations(AO) bdow southeastern
Kuwait on the night of 22 &nuay, JSTARS a new airborne radar platform tha had
arrived in the theater éss than two weelks bdore, dghted ove 70 Iragi vehicles moving
toward the Saudi borde. Three nights later STARS obsrved a @nvoy of dout 80
enemy vehicles entering the Wafra oil fields just a few miles north of the Saudi frontier.

The night before the attack JSTARS reported medium to heavy Iraqi vehicular traffic



alongthe Kuwaiti-Saudi borde. But did this actwvity, detected ovethe period of a week
necessarily portend an invason of Sudi Arabia? In war, the intentions of onés
adversary are always diffi cult to discern, and dter-the-fact nterpretatons of eers can
be unjug to conmandeas who had to act a intdligence tha at the time was ambiguousat
best. Thus to describe, as did one MARCENT spokesman, the Iragi movements of 28
Januay as a probale training exercise was to make a not wholly unreasonable inference
based on what was known & tha point.”

As is usidly the cag in such mattess, several converging factorshelp to explain the
Iraqis succes in acheving tactcal surprise in the Battle d Khafi. In the first place,
relatively little sgnificarce was attaclked to Iragi ground actvity in southern ard
southeasem Kuwait smply becasge the attemion of Codition leackrs was drondy
focused dsewhere. In accordance with the priorities established by the CENTCOM
commande, Gen H. Norman Shwarzkopf, and by hs supaiorsin Washingon, the singe
JSTARS airborne each mght devoted nuch of its flying time to recnnotering the
westem reacles of the theaterin support of Sud suppression, drikes on Reublcan
Guard divisons and the ongping redeployment of two US Army corps

Therein lay a second probém: the limited availability of an importart new battefield
aset. With only two JISTARS E-8As in the theater both Hill in engneering development,
the Codition was had pressed to keep even oneof them in orbt each nght. And snce
General Schwarzkopf was regularly sending that lone E-8A off to huntfor Scudsand the
Republcan Guard, coverage of any oneparticular area was intermittert ard uneven. That
gave the Iragis a fair chance of moving a portion of ther forces up to the Saudi borde

without being detected As chance would have it, when the Iragis actwally crossed the



borde and attacled MARCENT ard JFC-Eags forces on the evening of 29 anuay, the
oneJSTARSaloft was in orbt over the ARCENT area far to the west.™

Nor can we discount entirely the lulling effects of inettia ard perhaps excesive
confidence on the pat of Codition leaders that once the air campaign had begun, the
military initiative would remain securdy with them. One American general stated ater,
“We never thoudht they were goingto do anything because they haln’'t doneanythingin

0 |ongu 11

The Battle

Based on a rumber of pogbattle asessmens, it agpeas that Iragi plans caled for
ther 3rd Armored Divison and 5h Mechanized Divison t meke the actual attack vhile
the 1t Mechanized Dvison handled the tag of guading the attackng units westem
flanks The 3rd Armored Divison’s misson wes to aoss the Saudi-Kuwaiti borde due
south of Wafra and then turn east to attackthe Saudi port of Mis'hab on he Persian Gulf
(see map). Moving out of its postions about 30 miles to the west, the 14 Mechanized
Divison would head outh-southwest and srve as a screening force beween the * elbow”
and the “heel” of Kuwait where tha county’s borde with Saudi Arabia anges
northwest. Smultaneous with these movements, the 5th Mechanized Divison would
attackstraight down the cag, rout Saudi forces posged on he borde, and press due
south with the presumed intention of inking up with the 3rd Armored in the vicinity of
Mis’hab. In support of the 5th Mechanized Divison, an Iragi commando fore would
move south dong the coast by bod with ordes to infiltrate am create lavoc in the

Codition’s rear. Once the battle was jpined reinforcements would praceed suth to



follow up aml exploit the initial succeses acheved by the lead battabns With the
ground lattle unde way, the Iragis presumably planned to retire behind their defenses in
the ©uthern Kuwaiti theater ofopeaations (KTO) ard drav Americanground fores after
them into killin g zones where Iragi artillery and counteanttacls would impoe nessive
casudties.™

The 5th Mechanized Divison’s attack route minted drectly at Ra's d Khafji, a
Saudi oil and resort town on he shore of the Persan Gulf about eight miles bdow the
Kuwaiti borde. Khafji was al but deserted & the time of Iragi incurson. Because the
town was located wthin range d Iraqi attillery in southern Kuwait, the Saudi government
had ewactated ts 15,000 nhabitants on thefirst day of the war.™

Codition foraes alongthis porton of the front congsted of troopsfrom Saudi Arabia,
Qatar, ard the Uhited Sates JFC-Eas had primary responsbility for the eastern porion
of the Codition line. Defense d the cagal road leadng to Khafji was ertrugedto one
battalon of the Saudi Arakian Nationd Guard (SANG) and a Qatar tark battaion. By
late dnuary small US Navy ard Marine reconnassance units and Air and Naval Gunfire
Liaison Conpany (ANGLICO) teans were also remnnotering the area around Khéfji.
About 30 miles to the west, the 2d Marine Light Armored Infantry (LAI) Battalon, 2d
Marine Divison, was screening the area south of Wafra. The 2nd LAI's base of
opeaationswas ob%rvation pos 2 (OP-2), oneof aseries of old Saudi police pogs located
at about 15imile intervals aong the Kuwaiti borde. Some 30 miles further west, units
assigned to Task Force Shephead, a battalon-szed Marine LAI screening force drawn

from the 14 Marine Division, ocupied OP-4 in the Umm Hjul secta bdow the heel of



Kuwait. Another smaller Task Force Shephead contingent was based 30 miles beyond &
OP-6 near the dbow of Kuwait."*

The Iraqis crossed the borde in three colunns battalon szed or larger, on the
evening of 29 anuay. The westernmog colunn conssted of a T-62 tank battalon ard
armored pesonnd carriers (APC) dravn from the 14 Mechanized Division. Proceedng
southwegd out of the aea ketweenthe ebow ard the heel of Kuwait, this force headkd
directly toward the aea a@cuwpied by tlke marines of Task Force Sheherd. Hements of
the 3rd Armored Division congituted the central colunn, which came due south from
Wafra. Conposed of aout 50 tanks and 30 APCs this spearhead mede little progess
before colliding at OP-2 with the marines backed up by codition airpower. The eastern
colurm of 40 or more tarks and APCs proceeed drectly down the cadal road toward
Khafji. In support of the eastern task force, the Iraqis dispatched the gorementioned
commando foree to condud seaborneraids behind Codition lines. In the event, soon dter
depating Kuwait in 15 snall parol bods, the commando fore was sghted and destroyed
or scatteed by US Navy ard British Royd Navy fixed-wing aircraft and hdicopters. It
shoul be noted tha air supportfor the Iragis was totally absent dueto the Codition’s
ealy ard canplete sicces in winning air supeiority. ™

The Battle d Khalfji began at approximately 2000 hourdocal time on te evening of
29 Januay, oon dter the marines at OP-4 dghted advance elements of the Iragi 14
Mechanized Divison approahing out of the dakness. The lightly armed marines
pronptly engaged the Iragis with TOW antitank missiles and called for ar support™®

Marine and Air Force CAS began to arive in front of OP-4 by 2130 dcal time. By

2300, three AC-130 ginships two F15Es, two LANTIRN-equipped'’ F-16Cs and four



A-10shad joined the battle at @P-4. (Two additiond A-10swere placedon akrt at King
Fahd Internationd Airport, outside Riyadh.) The fighting at OP-4 continued for sveral
hours beore the Iragis broke off the action ard retreatednorthward into Kuwait. This
initial respone notwithganding, it appaently took the US Air Force, Central Command
(CENTAF) Tactical Air Contol Center (TACC) & least four hoursto redlize tha a
significant engagement was developing along the Kuwaiti-Saudi borde. Absorbed with
SCUD suppression, the Republican Guards and the demandsof executing an intricate ai
tasking orde (ATO), TACC pesonnd were described by one source as initially
exhibitinga “busnes asuwud” atttude The sme source reports that attitude lasted ony
as longas it took Lt Gen Chales A. Horne, the CENTCOM joint force air component
commande (JFACC), b arive on the scene. When hereacted the TACC shortly after
midnight, Horna quickly sensed an opportinity was at hand to attack Irai forcesin the
open and pronptly ordeed additiond diversonsof theaterair to supportthe Marine and
Air Force “shooter’ alread/ attackngthe Iragi cdums™®

CENTCOM leaders initially viewed the Iragi incurdgon & a feint presaging alarger
attack ARCENT feared a nore anmbitious folow-on grike aimed & the repostioning VII
Corpswhile MARCENT was worried aout an assault on its exposed logstics base at
Kibrit. To provide real-time indications ard warning, Horna’s solution wes to gve
ARCENT 20 mnutes of JSTARS coverage for every 40 mnutes spent orbiting the
MARCENT AO.*

Well-condwcted air grikes during the night of 2930 Bnuay were essential to
repulsing the Iraqgi attacls onOP-4. The victory & OP-4 was marred, thoudh, when two

Marine light armored vehicles (LAV) were destroyed by “friendly fire.” One LAV was
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hit by friendly surface fre; the aher was druck by a nalfunctioning Maverick missile
fired by aa A-10. A total of 11 narines died in the first case of codition fratricide in
Desert Sorm*

Soon dter the attack bgan on OP-4, advance elements of the Iragi 3rd Armored
Divison procee&d out of Wafra ard descerded on OP-2. Like ther conrades at OP-4,
the marines at OP-2 respondeal with TOW missiles, automatic cannonfire, and a call for
air support Shortly before 2240 hoursvord reactedthe TACC that me 50 Iraqgi tarks
were approahing the besieged oupod. Marine F/A-18s A-6s and AH-1sand Air Force
A-10sand F16s were vectored into the area. Beginning about 2300 ad for the next
three hoursAir Force and Marine air attacledthe Iragi forcesin front of OP-2. The Iraqgis
broke off the engagement shortly after 0200 and graggled back toward Wafra.?

Off to the northwest, OP-6 came unde fire shortly after 0100.Giving way to abouta
dozen Iraqgi tanks and APCs the commande of the ange LAV company & the outpod
requested ar support Marine and Air Force CAS droveoff the attaclers during the night.
By daylight only the residue of batte remained destroyed Iragi armor and surrendeing
enemy troops

The marines at (P-2 ard OP-6 faced nofurther threats but fighting at GP-4 flared
up ordically throudhout the night and repeated sikes were flown aging ereny
concentrationsmassing in the nearby heel of Kuwait. An Iragi armored force conssting of
anedimated 15 taks reapeaed bdore OP-4 & 0720 b attenpt a find assault. Several
flights of A-10sand aflight of Marine F/A-18sarrived a few minutes later. For the next
hour acombination of ar and antitank missiles imposed mounting losses on the enemy.

Deciding at last to withdraw, the retreating Iragis were subjectedto anewven nore interse
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level of fire for several hoursas they made ther way back to Kuwait. When the shooting
findly soppel, Marine ground toopscounted atotal of 22 destroyed tanks and they
spent the next several days roundng up ®veral hundrel prisone's of war.”

Althoudh the Codition decisively repulsed the Iragis western and central columns
the 5th Mechanized Divison’'s eastern thrug down the coast road provel nore
successful. Shortly after it crossed the Saudi borde at approximately 2300, éements of
this force were engaged by aa AC-130 gindhip and Marine AH-1 hdicopters. The Iraqis
log some 13 vehicles but encountered only light oppo&tion on he ground fromscreening
elements of the 2nd ANG. By 0030 te Iraqgis had reacled the autskirts of Khafji ard
proceeeéd to ocaipy the town. A continuing series of engagements ove the next three
days conssted of Iragi efforts to ranforce ther troopsin Khéfji and of Codition dforts to
repulse those reinforcements, attack Irai units in defengve pogtions along the borde,
and reoccupy the town of Khdfji. Khafji remained unde enemy control untl the
afternoon of 31 &nuay when, dfectively isolated by catinuousair drikes on unts
attenpting to come to their relief, the beleagiered Iragis surrendeed to Saudi and Catai

ground fores.**

CAS at K hafji

As noted above the lightly armed Marine screening forces at the various OPs began
caling for ar supportamog immediately after they sighted the Iragi advance eénmens
coming across the borde. Codition dar continued to provide extensve CAS for engaged

ground unis throudhoutthe four-day battle.
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Command and oontrol procedures for CAS opeations proved generaly effective.
These arrangements provided for afire supportcoordination line (FSCL) well north of the
Saudi-Kuwaiti borde. As is cusomary, arcraft griking targets indde the FSCL had to
work unde the direction of forward air controllers (FAC). The distant FSCL was
intended to ensure an ample margin of safety for FACs and ANGLICO teans working
targets alongthe borde. However, durng the battle d Khafji the FSCL was noved back
to the Saudi borde and on oneoccason broudght down bdow it. This resulted in afree-
fire zonealongthe borde, a Stuation which enabled the codition to increase the nunber
of drikes in aleaswhere the Iragis hal canceriratedtheir forces.®

Together with Air Force and Marine fixed wing and Marine rotary wing aircraft, the
new JSTARS system provel avital asset in beatng backthe Iragi attacls. An arborne
radar that could monitor enemy vehicle traffic a night with impressive clarity, JSTARS
was an ndispersable eknert in ersuring the eficient and effective use of caalition
aircraft. Then in aprototype configuration, BTARSconveyed an accuate pcture of Iraqi
troop dispostions on the night of 29/30 Bnuay and, n conjundion with the airborne
battefield canmand ard cantrol certer (ABCCC), ralirected fike aircraft acaing them
JSTARSrepeatetly demondratedits value during the days tha followed. By furnshing a
reattime, theaterwide “picture” of Iraqi movements along the Kuwaiti-Saudi borde,
JSTARS enabled commandeas to formulate s$rateges ard alocate erties with an
impressive undestanding of where they would do e mog good. As commande's learned
during the Battle d Khafji, there was an ntereging recproca dimenson o JSTARS

derived information. Althoudh JISTARS major fundion was to report where enemy traffic
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was moving, Codition leaders found t could beno kess usful to knowwhere the enemy
was not moving26

Althoudh the codition hal alarge nunber of CAS assets, many of these aircraft—
USAF A-10s in paticular—had limited capability at night. Close coordnaion with
ground and arborne FACs hdped mitigate thke problem, but not without difficulty.
Limited night capability certainly contributed to several fratricide incidents. As
mentional earlier, durng the first hoursof the battle d Khafji, so-caled friendly air-to-
ground fre claimed the lives of seven marines at oP-4.77

A few tragic mishgps notwithganding, well-coordnatedair srikes during the night of
29/30 Januay were critical to the success of US Marine Corpsand Sudi units in meetng
and stopping larger and heawvier Iragi forces. At General Horna’s behest, in the early
morning hours of 30 &nuay air plannas began retaking a gowing nunmber of drike
sorties to paform CAS on bddf of Codition ground forces. By 31 Januay
approxmately 260 orties had been flown in and aound hetown of Khafji aone?®

Mog of the CAS flown in the immediate aea d the tovn of Khafi was peformed
by Marine Corpsair. Khdfji was located n anarea catrolled by the Marine direct ar
supportcenter (DASC) and, & General Horne laterexplained, Marine controllers “were
more comfortable working with ther Marine assets.” For its pat, the Air Force
concertrated onintedicting Iraqgi follow-on forces in outhern Kuwait, which prevented
reinforcements from relieving the battalon-gzed force occupying the besieged town. So
interse ard deady did the Air Force attack becone tha Iragi forces caught north of
Khafji soon were reduced to firing antitank rodkets skyward in a frantic effort to defend

themselves?®
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As much for poitical as for military reasons the Iraqgi occupaion of Khéfji was a
matter ofinterse concen to the Sudis. Alread/ argered by the failure of the Marine
Corpsto furnish CAS to JFC-East units during the initial Iragi attacls on 29 Januay,
Saudi Prince Khaed bin Sultan, snior commande of the Codition’s Arab forces, called
General Hornea in the CENTAF TACC & 1500 on 30 ahuay and pesondly requested
air supportfor aplanned counterattack onKhafji. After anhour pased and the promised
strike aircraft gill had not appeared, Khded angily threaterd to withdraw al Saudi air
from Codition mntrol. Immediately thereater the arcraft Horne aready had diverted
arrived to upport the Saudi-Qatar assault. The frst JFC-Eas$ counteattack onKhafji
was launched & 1800 on30 Januay. That attack faled but a £oond asault succeeed

and the Saudis retook Khdfji the following afternoon®

Interdiction in the Battle d K hafji

In the military sense, air interdiction congsts of “opeaations ®nductedto destroy,
neutralize, or dday the enemy’s military potential before it can be broudt to bear

effectively acping friendly forces.”®*

Codition drpower peformed this funcion with
impressive results during the four-day Battle d Khalfji in northeastern Saudi Arabia and
southern Kuwait. Purists might argue that the classical distinctionsbetween CAS and pure
interdiction opeationssometimes were blurred during this battle, butfew would deny the
spectaclar succes of ar attacls acgaing Iragi follow-on forces moving toward Khéfji or
congegatingin troop asembly areas in outhern Kuwait.

During the ealy phases of the battle, CENTAF directedthe aeral intediction effort

at two aeas. easern and utheasern Kuwait, from whence had come the attaclks on
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Khafii ard the Marine OPs, ard cerral ard westem Kuwait where BTARS magery,
attack nmssion reports, and oher intelligence indicated a sgnificart buildup of Irai
forces Based on the drection ard relative distribution of traffic flows at that point (about
2000hourson 30 Januay), the weight of evidence suggested the Iragis were massing to
move down the Wadi a-Batin. In CENTAFs opinion, ther likely target was the
Egyptian-Syrian forces in JFC-North, a 50-mile-wide sector of the front separating the
ARCENT and MARCENT AOs. In€lligence gathered on the nights of 30 and 31 Januay
showed dgnificant Iragi vehicle movement flowing in two greams from central Kuwait.
An edimatedtwo-thirds of the traffic was noving southwed toward the intersection of
the Kuwaiti, Iragi, and Saudi frontiers (the so-called tri-borde area); the remainde was
moving southeast toward Khéf] i3

Acting in his apacity as the CENTCOM JFAAC Genega Horna devised an
effective distribution of theaterair asetsto neet the Iragis surprise cross-borde attack
Such careful orchestration was essential to ensuring the availability and smooth flow of a
finite nunmber of night-capable assets. Night interdiction opeationssaw F-15Es, opeating
in conjundion with ISTARS conduding armed reconnassance from the tri-borde area
to Al Jahrah in central Kuwait. Althoudh concentrated n the MARCENT area,Marine air
was employed widely across southern Kuwait as well. Marine F/A-18D Fast FACs played
a particularly notable role in controlling night interdiction srikes dongthe Saudi-Kuwaiti
borde. Elsewhere, Air Force A-10sand AC-130sand Marine AH-1sflew in support of
JFC-East and patrolled the coast road above and bdow Khdfji. A steady gream of A-10s
were also directedinto the MARCENT secta while LANTIRN-equipped F-16s were

employed againg JSTARSdevelopel targets in western Kuwait. Making the mog of their
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valuable night systems, LANTIRN-equipped F16s adso were diverted as necesary to
supportJFC-East forces in the area between Khafji and the Kuwaiti borde. These diverse
and high-tempo nght interdiction opeations were further augmented by B-52 $rikes
againg chokepoints and troop asembly areas in outhern and eentral Kuwait.®

High intendty combat opeationsare rarely sugained without cods. It was during this
period tha the mgjority of USAF combat fatalities in Desert Sorm occurred when an AC-
130 gindhip (callsgn Sprit 03) was ot down. Ergaged in attackng tametsa few miles
north of Khafji, Sprit 03 was hit by aSAM jud after sunrise on 31 Januay and crashed
in the Persian Gulf with its entire 14-peson aew. In Pite of sometimes heavy SAM and
AAA fire, Sprit 03was the only Codition drcraft log during the Battle o Khafji.>*

The @erationd patten of the daylight intediction effort varied dightly. Both A-10s
and non-LANTIRN F16swere heavily tasked for daylight missons and much use was
made of the “puh-CAS’ system, paticularly in eastern Kuwait. Unde the push-CAS
concept, drike aircraft for which no CAStargets were available were flowed or “ pushed”
on to preplanned targets or “kill boxes” in the KTO or “handed off” to USAF or Marine
Fast FACs for employment againg interdiction targets. On 30 &nuay, as air opgations
asociated wth Khafji approached full intengty, A-10saloneflew a total of 293 orties, a
sortie rate tley would never exceed on ay snge day for the remainda of the war.
During the height of the kattle (29-31 &nuay) morethan 1,000attack srties were flown
againg targets in outheastern Kuwait. An additiond 554 srike sorties were flown in the
southern KTO between 1 and 3 February.*

S heay ard effective did this virtud air ervelopment becane that barely 24 hours

after his troopsfirst came across the sand bem in front of OP-4, Ma Gen Salah Aboud
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Mahmoud, te respectedcommandea of the Iragi Il Corps and the man designated by
Saddan Hussein to drect the Khalfii offensve, repeatedy requested pemisson to
temminate tke qeration. Denied permission to withdrav on te groundsthat he was
fighting the “Mother of All Battles” Mahmoud bittedy advised Baghdad that “the
mother is kiling he children.” About 12 hourslater, on te morning on 31 anuay,
Mahmoud uniaterlly directed hs forward brigades to break contact am return © central
Kuwait. Another Iragi radio canmunication interceped the following day (31 JBAnuay)
reported tha two divisons headed for Saudi Arabia had been turned around while ill
indde Kuwait after losng 2,000 toops and 300 vdicles, mogly to ar drikes. The
cumulative horrific effect d heay and sugained air attacks was grimly conveyed by two
A-10 pilots. Surveying the aftermath of a B-52 drike on atroop asembly area near
Wafra on 1 Februay, the pilots described the frantic maneuverings of surviving Iraqi
vehicles as visudly equivalent to the results of “turning on te light in a cockroach-
infested apartmen.” %

By any measure, the interdiction campagn which continued againgd increasingy
scatteed cluders of Iragi vehicles in the outhern KTO throudh 2 Februay, was an
astounding succes. Themog visible result of the battle was the virtud eimination of the
Iragi 5th Mechanized Divison. Definitive nunbers are had to come by, but by dl
indications this unt suffered enormouslosses. Ground engagements alone cod the 5th
Mechanzed at keas 40 tarks and aimog asmany APCs The wlume d air attacls north
of Khafji and in troop asembly areas around Wafra suggests sgnificantly higher attrition
was imposd, a conduson suppored by a nunber of enemy prisona of war (EPW)

reports. Indeed, following the Battle d Khalfii there ae indications that the Zh
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Mechanized, haetofore consdered oneof the better unis in the Iragi amy, smply had
been eiminatedasaneffective fi ghtingforce.37

For the four-day period beginning 29 &nuay, CENTAF reported destroying 544
tanks 314 APCs and 425 dtillery piecestheaterwide. Sibsequent amalysis disclosed as
much astwo-thirds of that overall attition was dueto intediction associated with the
Battle d Khafji. To further undescore the sgnificance of thos nunbers, during the two
weels of fightingthat preceatd Khalfji, ar strikes hal destroyed only 80 tanks 86 APCs
and 308 atillery pieces38

First-hand oonfirmation of arpower’s effectveness is available from Iraqgis who
participated n the Khafji offensve and frommembers of the Codition goundforces who
facedthem Althoud the contents of interrogation reports always need to be treated vith
a measure of care, onecannot hdp beang sruck by the congant nunber of references to
the devastating physcal and pychologcal effectsof air dgrikes. The cosensus anong
Iraqgi prisone's was tha airpower was decisive in stopping the invasion and in literally
shatteing the wits which had paticipated n the effort. Perhgps the mos revealing
comment of dl came from a member of the Iraqi 5th Mechanized Divison who had
fought in the Iran-lIrag War. This veteran soldier gatedthat calition arpower imposed
more damage on hs brigade in hdf an hour han it had sugained in eight years of fighting
againg the Iranians.>®

US Marines who opposd the Iragis on the ground also testified to the vital role
played by arpower, first in gopping the Iragi invaders and then in ddeatng them in
detail. One Marine platoon kader said of the Iragis his men captured at the conduson of

the fight at OP-4: “It appeared to ustha these Iragis surrendered dter fleeing ther
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vehiclesbecauge of the presence d A-10son the battlefield.” Reflecting on 30 Januay
about the previous night's battlesalongthe Kuwaiti borde, General Walter E. Boomer,
the MARCENT commander, obsrved, “Other than our bsges|, | am not unhgpy with
last night.... | think our ar[power] probaly stoppel them; so whateer it was they were
tryingto do, [t] wasn't very successful.”*°

JSTARSwas a dar peformer on thefirst CAS-intengve night and on the three nights
that followed when interdiction operationsranged across the breadth of southern Kuwait.
Indeed, durngthe Battle d Khalfji, the BTARSsystemappeas to have playedthe role of
something approaching a deus ex machina®* An arborne radar that could detect ad
track moving enemy vehicle traffi c at night, ISTARSprovel indispensable in enauring the
effective around-he-clock use of srike aircraft.*?

In a sequence of dmog unbdievably fortuitousevents precedng the Iragi offensve,
two E-8A JSTARSaircraft in prototype configuration hal arived in Saudi Arabia in mid-
Januay. Neither crew training, dodrine, nor he ATO envisondal tha JSTARS would
asign tamgets directly to drike aircraft. JSSTARS was viewed at first smply as a
survellance platform. Accordindy, ATO proadures initially specified tha JISTARS mug
pass al targetsit detectedo the ABCCC, which cugomarily exercised direct cantrol over
the “shootes.” Then aimod on the very eve d the Battle d Khafji, a concep was tesed
which gave JISTARSdirect cantrol over F-15Es attackng ground trgets. The experiment
was a auccess and the ATO for 28 anuay was amendal to authorize JISTARS control of
strike aircraft performinginterdiction nissions™

Over the four-day period of he Battle of Khafji, aimog al F-15E night sorties (100

out of 104 sorties flown) and a dgnificant nunber of F16 night sorties (40 outof 142
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sorties flown) were either controlled by JSTARS ordirectedaging JSTARS developad
targets JISTARSredirectedfully hdf of these rties againg moving targetsin the KTO.
In afew indances, even B-52swere diverted to drike ISTARSdevelopel targets. By 31
Januay senior US officers, who in some cases origindly tended to view the new system
as a “toy,” had revised ther opinions and were voicing high regard for BTARS

capabilities.*

Implications of the Interdiction Campaign

In retrogpect, there were at keas three lattles fought during the Iragis K héfji
offengve. The first was condwted at tre OPs along the Swudi-Kuwaiti borde and
conssted of a 12-hour bng series of probng attacls beaten back bWS Marines ard
Codition CAS. The second was condwcted wthin ard around he town of Khdiji, a battle
fought on the ground brgely by the Saudis and onein which ar supportagain played a
vital pat. The thrd batte, nog destructive of al for the Iragis, was waged <lely by
Codition ar asit attaclkedthe eremy’s follow-on forces alongthe roads and in assembly
areas beween Kuwait City and the Saudi borde. Foudht mogly at night when the Iraqgis
would attenpt to nmove, this batté destroyed the enemy’s troop formations and supply
convoys sometimes when they had baely formed up. In the process, this aerial
interdiction effort ddayed and dsrupted attack shedules ard made it impossible for
some principd units (e.g., mog of the3rd Armored Division) o get into the fight at all.
Increasingdy unéable to move without risking high losses, the Iragis found hemselves in

the kattle that ingired General Mahmoud'’s despairing comment about the mother “killin g
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her children.” This was the hattle in which airpower provided anew answer to an ancient
military question: howto defeat anereny amy.*

In temms of larger opeationd effects it was the “third” batte that reveakd nog
cleatty thatthe amy of Saddam Hussein was hdpless in the face & Codition arpower.
Asmuch as any snge event of the war to that point, the memory of Khafji subsequently
unde'mined the Iragis will to fight. For the remainder of the war the Iragis kept ther
movements to a minimum, choosng smply to disperse and dg in. Whateer its oher
attractionsto a fightingamy, the Iragis hal leaned that maneuver merely increagd their
vulnerability to air attack Of course, in refusing to maneuver, the Iragis made uniikely
the posibility of gaging a succesful counteattack or een of execuing an orgnzed
withdrawal. In sum, it requires no geat kap ofimagination toconcludethat after Khafji a
growing feeling of futility must have peameatedal ranks of the Iragi amy. That ®nse d
despar could only have increased when “tank plinking’ with laser-guided bonbs began
on 5 Februay. After tha date, even vehicles that were dispersed ard dug in were
vulnerable to sudden and highly lethd air strikes.*®

Althoudh the Battle d Khafi made a profound mpresson on he Iraqgis, its
immediate efectson the Codition’s senior leadership were much more muted. In General
Schwarzkopf's opinion, the attack “defied military logic,” and he dismissed it as merely a
“propaganda ploy.” CINCCENT was not aone in his failure to immediately gragp the
significance of Khdfji. Rderring to himself and the entire CENTCOM senior daff,
General Horng subsquently sated “We rever had anundestanding of wha was going
on untl after the kattle was ove.” Digtracted by te enornous press of daly comba

opeaations and increasingy absorbed by preparations for the Codition gound war,
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Codition leaders had little indinaion or ezen opportinity a that point to contemplate tle
implications ofKhafji.*’

An additiond and ironic reason why the importance of Khafji was not grasped & the
time turns on the success of airpower in aushing the invason o thoroudnly before it
hardly had begun. Rut another way, the very devastating effectiveness of airpower tended
to mask the extent of the Codition victory. $ accuate, deastating, ard unceasg were
the ar attacls that relatively few Iragis even nade it up to the borde. Thanks to
airpower, CENTCOM'’s retertion of the initiative was never threate®d no coalition
ground toopshad to berepostionead, and the movement of ARCENT's “Great Wleel' to
the west went on unnterrupted and unruffed. In a sense, bdore it was really even
noticed the kattle was ove. An in-depth podwar study of air opaationsin the Gulf sums
up thisirony nicely:

The engagement at Khafji was not designed as alimited attack..it only
becane that asa result of the impact d air strikes on the Iraqi forces
attenptingto move. Al Khalfji was a ngjor effort to begin the ground var,
the only such attenpt Iraqg made, ard the importance of its failure is
undeniable. Irag’s only hopewasto force an early gart to aground war of
attrition before it was itself exhauded. That Iragq’s only option was
abandonal and notattenptedagain demondratedthe sverity of the loss it

had auffered. At Al Khafji, air power had ganed an mportantvictory not
fully appreciaed atthe time. (Emphasis mine) 48

Conclusions

In what is widdly recognized as the mos comprehensve account of the Gulf War,
Michael Gordon, tief defense correspondent of the New Yak Times, and rdired Marine
Lt Gen Bernard Trainor ague that the Battle d Khafii was the “mog importart”
engagement in Operation Desert Sorm and cndituted nothing less than “the defining

moment” of the war. To Gordon and Trainor, the “defining noment” conssted of the
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inability of Iragi forcesto maneuver on the hkattlefield in the face & Codition arpower.
In a word, & employed in the Battle d Khafji, arpower had shown itself capable of
stopping, immobilizing, and destroying very sizable segments of alarge moden amy.*

At onelevel, battiesare alvays ungueewerts, ard it can bemideadngto generalize
too freely from a never-to-be-exactly-repeated st d circumstarces But like the wars of
which they are a @rt, battkesalso represent crucibles in which wegponsand dodrines are
teded ard refined. Thusthe experience d batte reed to besudied closly for wha it
has to teach us laout the effectiveness or shortcomings of new or anerging technologes
and concepts of opeations

In that ®nse, the Battle d Khafii served to highlight several strenghs ard
weaknesses of contemporay arpower technolbgy and dodrine. New assets such as
JSTARS and established g/stems such & the F15E, LANTIRN-equipped F-165 F/A-
18Ds, ard AH-1 attack hicoptess provided an impressive capability to detect ad strike
enemy forces throudhout al hours of the day and night. Together, this survellance-
detecton-grike capability enabled the codition to identify, target, and hi enemy forces
on the move. Used in combination with older systems such as the A-10, it also served to
isolate n-place ad make resupply or even rereat all butimpossible for advance elements
that had managed to aoss the borde on the first night of the fighting At the same time,
athoudh aircraft such as the A-10 and non-LANTIRN-equipped F16s contributed
sgnificartly to the autcame of this paticular batte, at a nore general level the
experience of Khafji suggests the decreasing value of day VFR-only systems in an era

when gound for@s can beexpectedto routindy attenpt 24-hour opeations50
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In contemplating the contributions of revolutionay new systems such as JSTARS it
isworth noingthat Khafji served to reaffirm a hdlowed lesson of arpower dodrine. That
is, the Codition was able to widdy employ its new surveillance assets and freely attack
targets of its own choosng in the first place mly becawse it ejoyed the incatulable
advantage of air supeiority. At Khdfji, control of the air made al other opeations
possible, eitherin the ar or on tre surface. hinking back on tle e\erts of late dnuay
and exly Februay 1991, Gneral Horne later undescored the critical difference ar
supeiority makes in modern military opeations

...Throughout Desert Sorm and paticularly in this one very tenuous
battle, the Iragis were denied uge d the ar wher[ad we had

complete control of the ar. | think the autcame speals for itself. If you
don’t control the air you'd better notgo to war.”*

In fact, gaining and maintaning air supeiority is likely to remain so decsve a military
advantace that, if the behavior of the Iraqgis in the Battle d Khafi is ary guide, the sde
lacking it may feel compdled to resort to aurprise attacks outof sheer dgperation.

As always, the experierce d batte ako pointed up cdain limitations ard aweas
requiring improveament. Therein reside a variety of issues and quetions awaiting further
research and andysis. A modest sampling of such issues might includethe following
Can airpower alone stop advancing ground forces? During the Battle d Khafji
airpower indisputably sopped Iragi mechanized forces in the open at night. As used here,
“stoppal” means tha fielded enemy forces moving uth to engage suffered losses so
extendve they could notbe broudht into contact with Codition ground unis. Moreover,
this was accamplished at a time ard place n which the CBU-87 (mmbined dfects
munition) was the mog advanced anti armor aea munition employed. As we know, the

CBU-87 is much less capable than the sensor fused weapon (FW) or the brilliant
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antiarmor ubnmunition (BAT), advanced weapons tha dnce have become readily
available. Indeed, perhgpsthe question is no longer: Can arpower stop alvancing ground
forces? but rather more smply: How much arpower is required to

do ©7?

Air Force-Marine Corps Interaction in Joint Operations. Among other things, Khafji
was a test of the ability of two quite different services--the Air Force and the Marine
Corps-to work together. Much went right, but more intendve studies of opeationd
interaction betweenthe two servicesdoubtess will point up mattess requiring agugment
and mutual acconmodaton. One potentially fruitful area for research would involve
idertification ard aralysis of tacticatlevel methodobges that could facilitate mproved
coopeation between Air Force and Marine units in a joint war-fighting environment.
Essentially, the key question in this contex might becone: What nultiservice tactics
techniques, and proedures are required to pronote eff ective plaming ard execuion of
Air Force-Marine air opaations?

Refinement of the JFACC Concept. The course and outome of the Battle d Khafi
pointed up oneof arpower history’s mos enduring lessons unity of command pronotes
the nog effective enploymen of airpower.53 As the CENTCOM JACC, Gened
Horne exploited the principle of unity of command t© synergistically orchestrate awl
enploy the mog effective air asetsto accamplish a gven misson, without reference to
service. With a view toward acheving maximum exploitation of theaterairr asets in
future contingencies, researchers might profitably inqure into how we might further
refine and improve the JFACC mnaept as a mechanism for integrating the airpower

capabilities of different services.
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JSTARS: Communications and data g/stems interface. For dl of the prototype
syssem’'s fundamental contributions to the Codition victory a Khéfji (or, pehaps
becaus of them), we may articipate a cotinuing effort to enhance the qudity and
reliability of the sophiticated communications ard data gstens inteffaces that link
various JSTARS elements. A key question for war fighters to consder: What opeationd
employment and mission tasking consderations should gquide the quest for further
technologcal refinement of this revolutionay new system? Also worth pondeingis a no
less important corollary issue involving the troubing trade-off between increased reliance
on avanced technolbgy and increased vulnerability to one or another form of
information warfare.

JSTARS: Doctr ine that fully exploits system capabilit ies Thefirst tanks of World War
| were used primaily as babed wire crushers, and military aircraft of that day were
viewed by mog people “merely asanadded mears of canmunication, obgrvation, and

reconndssance.”>*

Recognizingthat undestanding about how best to us new battlefield
assets typically lags behind the technologcal innovdionstha spavn them, we mug get
on with the task of developing dodrine that alows us to fully exploit the impressive
capabilities of ISTARS Officers atterding the various ME schook of Air University
might actvely contribute tothat process. To that end, AU sudents could paticipate n
the tak of gatheringand asessngthe eXperiernce we have gainedto datefrom employing
JSTARS whether in combat or in training exercises. AU sudents could then condud
studies that seek to deive from tha body of experience reasoned generalizations about

“wha has uaudly worked best.” Such dudies would, in dfect, reresent proposd

doctiinal gatenerts that cauld be published or oherwise widely circulated, peahaps by
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electronic means in hope of diciting an exchange of ideas and the kind of condructive
criticism that leads to further refinement and improvement. At some point these studies
might influence or even become the bass for the official dodrine tha will guide our
future employment of JSTARS>®
The erduring problem of fratricid e. Undoubedly the mog distressing issue highlighted
by Khdiji involves the continuing probkem of fratricide. Khafji amply demondrated that
modean arpower can kil enemy tanks on literally a 24-hour-aday basis. Regretally,
when opeating in dose proximity to onés own forces, arpower continues to show an
equivalent capability to kill friendly tanks as well. Almost onequater of the 467 B
battke casdties sugained in the Qulf War--35 killed and 72 woundel--were caused by
what isironically termed “friendly fire.” Of tha total, “friendly” air-to-ground hcidents
produed 11 US KIA and 15 WA .>°

Fratricide is largely a funcdion of proxmity. For tha reason alone effectively
integating CAS with maneuver forces on the battlefield is an enormoudy complex
undetaking The added chdlenge of devisng concepts, opeating procedures, and
dodrines to minmize fratricide demands of military professonds the very best thinking
matched by a song detemination to nake such conceqs, procedures, and dodrines
effective in our combined ams opeaations For those called to gapple with this diffi cult
and deeply troubing subject, pehgps notthe leas indructive featue of the Battle d
Khdji isthedepth a which mog air opeationswere condicted. As sudents of arpower
canattes, there is a reciprocal relationship beween the depth of ar opeationsand the

progessively reduced likelihood of hadvertent attacls onfriendly surfaceforces.
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Leader Developmernt. Findly, while high technology weaponspowerfully influenced the
ag/mmetric natue of the Khalfjii batte, we should not forget that the disproporionae
impact d such wegons ultimately depends onhuman pbhming ard application. As
always, it was hghly competert human bengs, produds of supeaior military education
and training systems, who got the mog from mode'n weaponry and gave the Codition
such clear advantages not only in sheer military power, but in leadership, opeationd
flexibilit y, tactical adroitness, and oveall professond mastery. Having said tha, certainly
not the least of our fuuure chdlenges will be to sugain and enhance the qudity of our
educaton ard training progams while srenuousy resisting the hubrs that success so

often inflicts on thevictorsin war.
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